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FOREIGN DEPARTMENT 
Lavinia L. Dock, R.N., Department Editor 

MARIA ROBERTA— A TRIBUTE 
By Della V. Knight, R.N., Navy Nurse Corps 

SOMEWHERE, sometime, I hope to see published, where all the 
world may read, a fitting tribute to the Medical Department of 
the Navy for what it has done for the natives of Guam. The medical 
officers who were ordered to Guam immediately after this island be- 
came a possession of the United States found the natives in great 
need of medical and nursing care. Overcoming what seemed to be 
almost insurmountable difficulties, they established a hospital, and 
native women were instructed in the nursing care of sick women and 
children. First among the women who received this instruction was 
Maria Roberta. 

Maria Roberta was born on the island of Guam about forty-five 
years ago. The world to Maria is the small island upon which she 
lives; and I doubt whether she has ever strayed from it, even in fancy. 
She has not had the advantage of a school education, but as a beautiful 
flower will sometimes be found growing in the most unexpected places 
amid the most unfavorable surroundings, so Maria Roberta grew, if 
not in physical beauty, (though her tall, well built, graceful form could 
be so considered) in beauty of character. Her keen mind, well de- 
veloped sense of honor, all the gentleness and lovableness of the native, 
with a great desire to do for others, have made her an outstanding 
and valuable person on the island. 

When I reported for duty here, in 1914, 1 found that the principal 
duty of the chief nurse was the instruction of, and the responsibility 
for, the native nurses. In a short time it became evident that in order 
to give the necessary nursing care to the native women and children 
who were patients in the hospital, and to provide a nurse for the 
dressing stations at villages distant from the hospital, more native 
nurses were needed. It seemed impossible to supply this need with 
desirable material. Upon inquiry I learned that many of the better 
class of native girls were willing, even anxious, to do this work, but 
there was an objection on the part of the parents. Guam having 
been a Spanish possession, some of the Spanish conventions were still 
adhered to by the better class natives, and parents would not allow 
their daughters to leave the confines of their homes unchaperoned. 
Not being able to, nor having a desire to change these conventions, it 
became clear that it would be necessary to first obtain a chaperon 
for the native nurses. Having heard much about Maria Roberta from 
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the nurses, there was no doubt in my mind that she was just the per- 
son for this place. I sent for Maria. She came to see me at the hos- 
pital and told me that she could not accept my offer as she had an 
adopted child to care for and the pay was not sufficient. (She had 
left the hospital some years previous to make a home for this child.) 
After discussing the matter with the Commanding Officer, he decided 
that out of the fund for the care of sick natives, Maria was to be paid 
a sufficient amount. Maria being well known on the island, the fact 
that she was engaged as "official chaperon" for the native nurses re- 
moved the objection of the parents to the extent that it became pos- 
sible to get the required number of pupil nurses. Maria lived with 
the nurses, she was with them constantly while in the hospital and 
when they were off duty and wanted to go home, she accompanied 
them to their homes, where she was relieved of her responsibility by 
their parents, who returned them to the hospital not later than 10 
p. m. This constant supervision was accepted very gracefully by the 
girls. They were very fond of Maria; they also knew that nothing 
stood between Maria and her duty. 

One evening, just as we were sitting down to dinner, I heard 
footsteps on the walk at the entrance to the dining room and, looking 
out, I saw Maria Roberta with two shrinking forms of men, one 
gripped firmly in each hand. One was a native policeman in full uni- 
form, club " 'n everything" except his shoes, which he was carrying 
in the hand not held by Maria. She gave the policeman a shove into 
the dining room, then she gave the other man a shove, placing them 
before me, and told me that she had found these two men just outside 
the hospital wards talking to two of the native nurses, giving the 
names of the nurses. She had caught these two Romeos "red-handed" 
in a most glaring offense. I informed Maria that we would take them 
to the police station. The policeman, very meekly, asked permission 
to put on his shoes. This permission was granted, after which Maria 
and I proceeded with the two frightened, non-resisting offenders to 
the police station, where they were locked up for the night; and the 
next day they were tried and found guilty on a charge of trespassing. 
But in this South Sea island, with its balmy climate and its tropical 
beauty making it a veritable fairyland which seems to exude romance, 
and when the girl is young and beautiful, who can blame mere 
(native) man for trying to sidestep even a Spanish convention? Oh, 
yes, it takes a Maria Roberta's sense of duty to hold this convention 
intact, as the girls also are willing to do a bit of sidestepping on the 
matter of conventions. When little Francesca, who in appearance 
was like a bronze doll, was admonished for flirting, she responded: 
"But, Miss Knight, it is my custom." If any doubt as to Maria's 
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authority existed in the minds of the people prior to the above men- 
tioned episode, no doubt remained following it. 

Maria's field of usefulness is not limited to being "official chap- 
eron" to the native nurses. Her ability to understand and speak 
English makes her services as interpreter in the instruction of the 
nurses and in transmitting orders most valuable. The instruction 
of the nurses is adapted to their mentality and to the needs of the 
people. A large part of their work is obstetrical nursing in which 
Maria is most efficient; and, knowing the customs and living condi- 
tions of the people, she was most helpful in adjusting the work to 
their needs. The training of Maria Roberta and other native women 
in the care of obstetrical cases was a great help to the medical officers 
in dealing with the question of the midwives of the island. When 
the Commanding Officer of the hospital ordered that all midwives 
pass an annual examination in order to keep their licenses to practice, 
there was much protest on the part of those who could not meet the 
requirements of the examination, which was entirely practical. This 
action on the part of the Commanding Officer resulted in a great de- 
crease in infant mortality and blindness. Again Maria Roberta's 
usefulness became evident, in that she knew personally all the mid- 
wives, where they practiced, how they did their work, whether they 
were meeting in requirements set by the medical officers, — and to 
Maria these requirements were unconditional. She had a way of 
appearing just at a time to get first hand information, and, — well, 
the midwives knew that nothing stood between Maria and her duty. 
Knowing this, they respected her. 

Not least among Maria's characteristics is her marked maternal 
instinct, which was demonstrated in her adoption of a child. Other 
children have been fortunate enough to be the recipients of Maria's 
great generosity. Among them is Benadino. When I reported for 
duty in Guam, Benadino was nearly three years old, and had been a 
patient in the hospital about two years, or so long that if he ever had 
any people who were interested in him, no evidence of this interest 
remained. He apparently belonged to the hospital, and was consid- 
ered the hospital Mascot. He was a bright, cheery little fellow, a bit 
vain, and had the Chamorro love for bright colors. He objected to 
wearing the plain gowns provided by the hospital for children, and 
always found someone to encourage his vanity. On special occasions, 
Maria Roberta could always produce Benadino in gala attire, and it 
would be difficult to say whether Benadino or Maria derived the 
greater happiness from the effect. 

Service conditions make frequent changes of the Navy personnel 
at this station. It is Maria Roberta who remains, and who holds 
together the fabric of the work built up by the Navy nurses. 



